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Influence o f Attachment Dimensions on Relational M aintenance Behaviors in LongDistance versus Geographically Close Romantic Relationships
Chairperson: Dr. Stephen M. Y oshim ura^i/^
This study examines how attachment dimensions influence people’s maintenance
behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships versus geographically close romantic
relationships. The findings first showed that partners in long-distance romantic
relationships reported a higher level o f relationship as secondary and more frequent use
o f social networks than partners in geographically close romantic relationships. The
findings also indicated that lack o f confidence was negatively associated with openness,
conflict management, shared tasks, and social networks in long-distance relationships;
however in geographically close relationships, lack o f confidence was negatively
associated with giving advice only. At the same time, relationship as secondary was
negatively associated with openness only in long-distance romantic relationships; yet in
geographically close relationships, relationship as secondary was negatively associated
with assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity. W hat could be inferred from the
above findings is, in terms o f attachment styles, fea rfu l avoidants and preoccupieds
would be significantly associated with lower use o f maintenance behaviors in long
distance romantic relationships than in geographically close relationships. At the same
time, dismissives would use less openness in long-distance romantic relationships, and
less assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity in geographically close
relationships. In general, the findings suggested that maintenance behaviors in long
distance romantic relationships was more strongly predicted by lack o f confidence, and
maintenance behaviors in geographically close romantic relationships were more strongly
predicted by relationship as secondary.
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Introduction
Long-distance romantic relationships are not uncommon in the United States.
Romantic partners m ay have long-distance relationships for a variety o f reasons, such as
educational and career pursuits, military deployment, or economic concerns. However,
compared to geographically close romantic relationships, long-distance romantic
relationships have not gained much research attention. Therefore, it is both theoretically
and practically important to address communication issues related to long-distance
romantic relationships.
This study examines how attachment dimensions influence people’s maintenance
behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships versus geographically close romantic
relationships. The study aims to find out if relational partners report any difference in
terms o f attachment dimensions and maintenance behaviors in the two relationship types,
and provide an explanation o f the association between attachment dimensions and
maintenance behaviors in the two relationship types.
This study first reviews the development and m ajor issues within research on
attachment theory, relational maintenance behaviors, and long-distance romantic
relationships. Then the study synthesizes the above literature and proposes specific
hypotheses and research questions concerning attachment dimension, maintenance
behaviors, and their association in the two relationship types. Finally, a quantitative study
using questionnaires is conducted to test the hypotheses and answer the research
questions.
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Literature Review
Long-Distance Romantic Relationships and Attachment Theory
Although long-distance relationships are not the norm o f relating in today’s
society, they are increasing in frequency (Sahlstein, 2004). Stafford and Reske (1990)
suggested that as many as one-third o f all college dating relationships may occur over
long-distance. Dellman-Jenkins, Bemard-Paolucci, and Rushing (1994) reported that
43.2% o f their college dating couple sample was in a long-distance relationship. More
recently, Stafford, M erolla, and Castle (2004, as cited in Stafford, 2004) estimated th a t.
long-distance dating relationships might be as prevalent on college campuses as
geographically close dating relationships.
W ith the increasing frequency o f long-distance romantic relationships, researchers
started to pay more attention to this phenomenon, and attempted to define it. The
definition o f a long-distance dating relationship varies from report to report and even
from individual to individual. Physical parameters such as mileage or living in different
cities are sometimes used. Others define long-distance dating relationships simply as one
in which the participants consider it to be long-distance (Stafford, 2004). Instead of
attempting a formal definition o f long-distance relationships, a guiding principle is
adopted in this study: “Relationships are considered to be long-distance when
communication opportunities are restricted (in the view o f the individuals involved)
because o f geographic parameters and the individuals within the relationship have
expectations o f a continued close connection” (Stafford, 2004, p.7).
As the above definition criteria and guiding principle suggested, long-distance
romantic relationships are inevitably associated with separation from and reunion with
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romantic partners. Hence, it becomes reasonable to explain phenomena in long-distance
romantic relationships with a theory that deals with separation and reunion, in this case,
attachment theory. Although attachment theory was originally developed as a framework
to explain children’s emotional responses to separation from their mothers, it also
addresses a fundamental emotional reality in human relationships across the life span
(Vormbrock, 1993). In addition, since the key issue within attachment theory, as
Vormbrock (1993) argued, was separation, it is reasonable to associate attachment theory
w ith long-distance romantic relationships, which inevitably cause separation.
Attachm ent theory conceptualizes “the propensity o f human beings to make
strong affectional bonds to particular others” (Bowlby, 1977, p.201). Bowlby
hypothesizes that an attachment system evolved to maintain proximity between infants
and their caregivers under conditions o f danger or threat. According to Bowlby (1969,
1982), attachment is defined by proxim ity maintenance, a safe haven, and a secure base.
M aintenance o f proxim ity involves feelings o f security and love for the primary
caregiver, while separation from the caregiver brings anxiety and sadness. Safe heaven
means that an infant turns to the caregiver for comfort, support, and reassurance in times
o f threat. Finally, when an infant is healthy, alert, unafraid, and in the presence o f its
caregiver, he or she seems interested in exploring and mastering the environment and in
establishing affiliative contact with other family and community members. This behavior
is considered as using the caregiver as a secure base.
On the basis o f infants’ responses to separation from and reunion with caregivers
in a structured laboratory procedure, Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978)
identified three m ajor patterns o f infant-caregiver attachment, namely secure, anxious -
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avoidant, and anxious-ambivalent patterns. The typical secure pattern infant was
distressed when the m other left the room, and comforted upon her return. During the
m other’s presence in the room, the child engaged in play and exploration. In the second
pattern known as anxious-avoidant, the infants appeared not to be distressed by
separation from caregivers, and avoided contact with their caregivers. In anxiousambivalent patterns, typical infants were preoccupied w ith their caregivers to such a
degree that it interfered with their exploring o f the environment and establishing contact
with other family and community members. In this study, 60% o f the American infants
were classified as secure, 25% as avoidant, and 15% as anxious / ambivalent.
According to Bowlby (1973), children internalize experience with caregivers
overtime in such a w ay that early attachment relations come to form a prototype for later
relations outside the family. Thus, attachment theory, although designed primarily with
infants in mind, could also offer a valuable perspective on adult romantic relationship
(Hazen & Shaver, 1987). According to Hazen and Shaver (1987), attachment theory links
adult love with socioemotional processes evident in children and places love within an
evolutionary context; what is more, attachment theory deals with separation and loss,
which sometimes happen in romantic love.
Hazen and Shaver (1987) conducted two studies to conceptualize romantic love as
-<
an attachment process-a process by which affectional bonds are formed between adult
lovers, just as affectional bonds are formed earlier in life between human infants and their
caregivers. Their research indicated that relative prevalence o f the three attachment styles
- secure, avoidant, and anxious / ambivalent - is roughly the same in adulthood as in
infancy. In their study, 56% o f the subjects were classified as secure, 25% as avoidant,
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and 19% as anxious / ambivalent. These figures are similar to the proportions among
infants reported by Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and W all (1978). In addition, Hazen and
Shaver’s (1987) study also found differences in love experience among lovers with
different attachment styles. Secure lovers described their love experience as especially
happy, friendly, and trusting. The avoidant lovers were characterized by fear o f intimacy,
emotional highs and lows, and jealousy. Finally, the anxious / ambivalent lovers
experience love as involving obsession, desire for reciprocation and union, emotional
highs and lows, and extreme sexual attraction and jealousy.
A study by Feeney and N oller (1990) supports the application o f attachment
theory to adult romantic love. In this study, three hundred and seventy-four
undergraduates completed questionnaires for course credit. The questionnaires measured
attachment style, attachment history, beliefs about relationships, self-esteem, limerence,
loving, love addiction, and love styles. The results confirm the essential characteristics o f
the three attachment styles. Secure participants were relatively trusting in their
relationships and high in self-confidence, avoidant individuals avoided intimacy, and
those in anxious-ambivalent group were characterized by dependency and by the strong
desire for commitment in relationships.
Simpson (1990) also lends support for application o f attachment theory to
romantic relationships. He examined the impact o f secure, anxious, and avoidant
attachment styles on romantic relationships in a longitudinal study involving 144 dating
couples. For both men and women, the secure attachment style was associated with
greater relationship interdependence, commitment, trust, and satisfaction than were the
anxious or avoidant attachment styles.
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Although Hazen and Shaver (1987) successfully conceptualized romantic love as
an attachment process and classified adults into three categories that corresponded to the
three attachment styles o f infants, their classification needed further development.
According to Bowlby (1973), children gradually internalize experience with caregivers in
such a way that early attachment relations come to form a prototype for other later
relationships. Bowlby (1973) identifies two key features o f these internal representations
or what he called working models o f attachment. The first feature concerns the infant’s
image o f other people; the second feature concerns infant’s image o f the self. Therefore,
if the two levels o f self-image (positive vs. negative) and the two levels o f image o f
others (positive vs. negative) are combined, there should be four categories. However,
Hazen and Shaver (1987)’s conceptualization doesn’t consider all the four categories.
Hence, a four-style m odel o f adult attachment was proposed later by Bartholomew
(Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).
According to Bartholomew (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz,
1991), dichotomized models o f self (positive vs. negative) and other (positive vs.
negative) jointly define four attachment styles: secure (positive image o f self and others),
preoccupied (negative image o f self, positive image o f others), dismissing (positive
image o f self, negative image o f others), and fea rfu l (negative image o f self and others).
Bartholom ew’s (1990, Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) four-style model suggests the
importance o f a fourth attachment style (fearful attachment style) showing characteristics
o f both avoidance and ambivalence (Crittenden, 1985). Hence, researchers have
increasingly adopted the four-style model o f adult attachment (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999).
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Figure 1. Bartholom ew ’s (1990) Four-Category Attachment Styles
Bartholomew’s four-category model has been applied to adult romantic
relationships. Guerrero (1996) tested the four-category model by examining how
individuals w ith different attachment styles differ in degree in which they display
intimacy and non-verbal involvement to their romantic partners. Guerrero (1996) found
that preoccupieds and secures surpassed dismissives and fearfuls on measure o f
trust/receptivity, gaze, facial pleasantness, vocal pleasantness, general interest, and
attentiveness. Preoccupieds engaged in more in-depth conversation than dismissives.
Fearfuls sat furthest from their partners and displayed the least fluency and longest
response latencies. Finally, preoccupieds and fearfuls were the m ost vocally anxious.
However, Guerrero (1996) also argued that the above categorical descriptions are
too simplistic to fully capture the differences in attachment styles. Hence, when
examining attachment-style differences in intimacy and involvement, Guerrero (1996)
asked participants to complete a series o f items related to attachment style on a
continuous measure. A principle components analysis in G uerrero’s study revealed five
dimensions underlying the four attachment styles: general avoidance, lack o f confidence,
preoccupation, fea rfu l avoidance, and relationship as secondary. Guerrero then used the
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scores on attachment dimensions to validate the attachment-style categories in which
participants classified themselves. According to Bartholomew (1990), dismissives .and.
fe a r avoidants should score higher on general avoidance than preoccupieds and secures.
Also, due to their negative self models, fea rfu l avoidants and preoccupieds should score
higher on lack o f confidence than dismissives and secures. Also, the highest scores on
preoccupation, fea rfu l avoidance, and relationship as secondary would be found for
preoccupieds, fea rfu l avoidants, and dismissives repectively.
Research that explores attachment differences in long-distance romantic
relationships is relatively rare, and Vormbrock’s (1993) study is one o f the few studies
that has applied attachment theory to wartime and job-related marital separation.
Vormbrock (1993) found that securely attached spouses were best able to control their
distress during m arital separation, whereas anxious-ambivalent spouses were especially
vulnerable to loneliness and despair. Finally spouses with avoidant attachment style
experienced the least distress during separation. Based on V ormbrock’s (1993) study,
people with an anxious-ambivalent attachment style, which involves the dimensions o f
preoccupation and lack o f confidence, would suffer m ost from separation and would
probably be the least willing to initiate or sustain a long-distance romantic relationship.
Hence, the current study raises the following hypothesis:
H 1: Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will report significantly
lower levels o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence than partners in geographically
close romantic relationships.
However, there is no obvious evidence to show that partners with attachment
dimensions such as general avoidance, fearful avoidance, and relationship as secondary
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would be more or less likely to initiate or sustain long-distance romantic relationships. To
address this issue, this study raises the following research question:
R Q 1 : W hich group will report higher levels o f general avoidance, fearful
avoidance, and relationship as secondary, partners in long-distance or
geographically close romantic relationships?
Long-Distance Romantic Relationships and Relational M aintenance
Having examined attachment styles and relationship types, this study will further
explore relational partners’ maintenance behaviors in long-distance versus geographically
close romantic relationships. To start with, the study will first address some major issues
within relational maintenance research.
Relational maintenance researchers used to consider maintenance behaviors as
strategic behaviors. Stafford and Canary (1991) once derived five maintenance strategies
through factor analyses: positivity, (making interactions cheerful and optimistic),
openness (direct discussion and disclosure), assurances (statements that imply a future),
social networks (use o f common associations to keep the relationship going), and sharing
tasks (performing tasks the partners jointly face).
Later, Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) began to argue that both strategic and
routine maintenance behaviors function to achieve relational maintenance. They view
strategic maintenance behaviors as those that “individuals enact w ith the conscious intent
o f preserving or improving the relationship” and routine behaviors as those that “people
perform that foster relational maintenance more in the m anner o f a ‘by-product’”
(Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, 2000, p.307). Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) constructed
a scale that incorporates both routine and strategic maintenance activity. The result o f the
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study revealed the five factors originally developed by Stafford and Canary (1991), that
is, positivity, openness, assurance, social networks, and shared tasks. In addition, two
new factors, advice (e.g., tell partner what I think he/she should do about his/her personal
problems) and conflict management (e.g., listen to one’s partner and try not to judge) also
emerged in this study.
Recently, some o f the above maintenance behaviors have been discussed in
relation to the long-distance context. For assurance, Lydon, Pierce, and O ’Regan (1997)
found that moral commitment, which was highly correlated with the meaning o f the
relationship and investment in the relationship, predicted the subsequent survival o f long
distance dating relationships. For openness, Sahlstein (2004) found that long-distance
relational partners reported that during the time apart they get to talk more about the
relationship. Also, when they do come together, they use the opportunity to talk about the
relationship, how they are feeling, and/or what is going on in their lives. As for positivity,
Sahlstein (2004) mentioned that being apart creates a desire in the long-distance
relational partners to expect quality time with one another when they come together; what
is more, couples report that being apart helps build up excitement in the relationship
and/or the time they are about to spend together. In addition, Stafford and Reske (1990)
argued that restricted communication in long-distance relationships might cause
idealization o f relational partner and the relationship. Once relational partners idealize
each other and the relationship, they feel more optimistic for the relationship. For social
networks, Sahlstein (2004) found that the social network partners build when they are
together help to bind the partners when they are apart in various ways.
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In addition to the above four maintenance behaviors discussed by previous
literature, it is also reasonable to believe that long-distance partners also use maintenance
behaviors such as advice, conflict management, and shared tasks either when they are
separated or reunited. In this study, all seven maintenance behaviors are examined in
long-distance romantic relationships. Hence, this study could provide an account o f the
frequency o f the seven maintenance behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships, as
well as a comparison o f partners’ performance o f maintenance behaviors in the two
relationship types.
Research has frequently associated long-distance romantic relationships with
relational quality indicators such as satisfaction, intimacy, liking, commitment, and trust.
Holt and Stone (1988) found that participants in long-distance relationships were
involved in relatively satisfying and intimate relationships; however long-distance
relationships experience reduced intimacy and satisfaction when distance and time apart
were substantial (e.g. over 250 miles apart for more than

6

months). Stafford and Reske

(1990) suggested that due to restricted communication, long-distance couples are often
more idealized, more satisfied with their relationship and with their communication, and
more in love than geographically close couples. Dellmann-Jenkins, Bemard-Paolucci,
and Rushing (1994) compared relationship quality indicators o f college students in long
distance dating relationship versus those in geographically close dating relationships.
They found no significant difference between the two groups on emotional, social,
sexual, or intellectual levels o f intimacy. Guldner and Swensen (1995) compared the
quality o f premarital long-distance relationships and geographically proximal
relationships, and found no significant differences in relationships satisfaction, intimacy,
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dyadic trust, and the degree o f relationship progress. Lydon, Pierce, and O ’Regan (1997)
found that appraising the costs o f a long-distance dating relationship as an investment
rather than as a loss should strengthen one’s moral comm itment to this relationship.
These studies, contrary to m ost people’s intuitive perception o f long-distance
relationships, generally indicated the same or even higher degree o f relationship quality,
based on such indicators as satisfaction, intimacy, commitment, and trust.
The above research results pose a difficult question for current interpersonal
communication theory (Stafford & Reske, 1990). On one hand, individuals in long
distance relationships report less frequent interaction and a sm aller percentage o f face-toface interaction than do individuals in geographically close relationships. M ost theories
o f interpersonal communication suggest that this restricted communication is detrimental
to the relationship (Stafford & Reske, 1990). On the other hand, however, the studies
mentioned above indicated that partners in long-distance romantic relationships scored
the same or even higher on relationship quality indicators than those in geographically
close relationships. “M ost theories o f interpersonal communication suggest that
relationships should deteriorate as interaction is restricted. Yet, the long-distance
relationships did not deteriorate” (Stephen, 1987, p.206). Hence, this study predicts that
there might be differences in the performance o f maintenance behaviors that help long
distance romantic relationships persist as well as or better than geographically close
relationships. From the above literature, long-distance relationship partners probably
need stronger assurance and commitment to sustain the relationship, need more time to
discuss their relationship either when they are apart or tem porarily reunited, and would
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probably have more quality time during reunion. Hence, the study raises the following
hypothesis:
H 2: Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will report significantly

higher levels o f assurance, openness, and positivity than partners in
geographically close relationships.
On the other hand, since communication is restricted by geographical distance,
long-distance relationship partners might have difficulty sharing social networks or
sharing tasks. In addition, there is no obvious evidence to show that long-distance
relationship partners perform more or less advice or conflict management than partners in
geographically close relationships. Hence, this study raises the following hypothesis and
research question:
H 3: Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will report significantly

lower levels o f social networks and shared tasks than partners in
geographically close relationships.

RQ 2 : W hich group will report higher level o f advice and conflict management,
partners in long-distance romantic relationships or partners in
geographically close relationships?
Attachment Theory, Relational Maintenance, and Long-Distance Romantic Relationship
Examining the association between attachment dimensions and maintenance
behaviors will expand our knowledge o f dispositional differences in relational
maintenance. As Simon and Baxter (1993) argued, for the m ost part, past research efforts
have been directed toward identifying the corpus o f maintenance strategies available to
relationship parties and determining which o f these best correlate overall with a variety o f
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relationship outcomes such as satisfaction and commitment. However, research that
examines dispositional differences in routine or strategic relational maintenance has
garnered only limited attention to date.
Simon and Baxter (1993) examined attachment style differences in reported use
o f maintenance strategies among 324 partners from 162 romantic and marital
relationships. They found that for both males and females, participants with a secure
attachment style reported the highest mean scores on prosocial maintenance strategies o f
assurance and romance, differing significantly from participants with a dismissing
attachment style. Simon and Baxter’s (1993) study was an initial examination o f
dispositional differences in relational maintenance, however, this study only focused
upon the strategies relational partners intentionally evoke to sustain their relationship,
hence ignoring routine behaviors that also function to maintain relationships. In addition,
although Simon and B axter’s (1993) study examined partners in romantic relationships,
they didn’t specify whether the romantic relationships are long-distance or geographically
close ones. Therefore, there was no comparison o f possible associations between
attachment and m aintenance behaviors in these two types o f relationships.
Based on Simon and B axter’s (1993) study, which showed associations between
attachment and strategic maintenance behaviors, we could further suspect associations
between attachment and routine maintenance behaviors. To extend Simon and Baxter’s
(1993) study, this study will also question if there are different associations between
attachment and m aintenance behaviors in long-distance versus geographically close
romantic relationships.
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R Q 3: Is there a different association between attachment dimensions and

maintenance behaviors in long-distance versus geographically close
romantic relationships?
Method
Participants
Students from the University o f M ontana were eligible to participate in the study
if they considered themselves involved in current romantic relationships. A survey was
conducted in various undergraduate classes offered by Communication Studies and
Psychology departments at the University o f Montana. Participants received extra credit
based upon the course instructor’s arrangement. All sampling and recruitment procedures
were approved by the Institutional Review Board prior to enactment.
Overall the study recruited 237 participants. Among them,

68

(28.7%)

participants were in long-distance romantic relationships, and 169 (71.3%) participants
were in geographically close romantic relationships. O f the participants in long-distance
romantic relationships, 31(45.6%) were freshmen, 19 (27.9%) were sophomore, 10
(14.7%) were junior, 7 (10.3%) were senior, and 1 (1.5%) was a graduate student. For
participants in geographically close romantic relationships, 40 (23.7%) were freshmen,
55 (32.5) were sophomore, 42 (24.9%) were junior, 30 (17.8%) were senior, and 2 (1.2%)
were graduate students. Furthermore, among participants in long-distance romantic
relationships, 4 (5.9%) were married and 63 (92.6%) were dating. Among participants in
geographically close romantic relationships, 34 (20.1%) were m arried and 132 (78.1%)
were dating. Participants’ year in school are reported in Table 1 and participants’
relationship status are reported in Table 2.
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Table 1
P articipant'year in school
LDRR
■■■
•<
•••....»■
.—
....
Frequency Percentage

Year
in School

GCRR
■ ......
Frequency Percentage

Freshman

31

45.6%

40

23.7%

Sophomore

19

27.9%

55

32.5%

Junior

10

14.7%

42

24.9%

Senior

7

10.3%

30

17.8%

Graduate

1

1.5%

2

. %

1 2

Table 2
Participants ’ relationship status
LDRR

GCRR

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency

Married

4

5.9%

34

2 0 1

Dating

63

92.6%

132

78.1%

1

1.5%

3

Missing

Percentage
. %

. %

1 8

W hen asked about the length o f their relationships, among participants in long
distance romantic relationships, 13 (19.1%) were involved in their relationships within
months, 22 (32.4%) were involved in their relationships from

6

6

months to 1 year, 21

(30.9%) were from 1 year to 3 years, and finally 12 (17.6%) were above 3 years. For
participants in geographically close romantic relationships, 48 (28.4%) were involved in
their relationships w ithin

6

months, 25 (14.8%) from

6

months to 1 year, 46 (27.2%)

from 1 year to 3 years, and finally 50 (29.6%) were in their relationships for more than 3
years. Participants’ length o f relationships are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3
Participant's length o f relationships
LDRR
Length of
Relationship
Within 6 months

GCRR

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency

Percentage

13

19.1%

48

28.4%

22

32.4%

25

14.8%

1 year to 3 years

21

30.9%

46

27.2%

Above 3 years

12

17.6%

50

29.6%

6

months to

1

year

Finally, for participants in long-distance romantic relationships, most participants
reported seeing their romantic relationship partners at least every one or two weeks

(2 1

participants, 30.9%), monthly (15 participants, 22.1%), or every three months (19
participants, 27.9%). Only 1 (1.5%) participant reported seeing her/his romantic partner
every six months, and 1 (1.5%) reported seeing her/his romantic partner yearly. As to
their geographic distance (in miles) from their relationships partners, 16 (23.5%)
participants indicated that they were within 150 miles from their relationships partners,
21 (30.9%) indicated the distance was from 150 miles to 500 miles, 12 (17.6%) estimated
the distance to be from 500 miles to 1200 miles, and finally 18 (26.5%) described the
distance from their relationship partners as above 1200 miles. Long-distance relationship
participants’ reunion frequencies are reported in Table 4, and long-distance relationship
participants’ geographic distances from relational partners are reported in Table 5.
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Table 4
Long-distance relationship participants ’ reunion frequencies
Frequency

Percentage

At least one or two weeks

21

30.9%

Monthly

15

22 1

Each three months

19

27.9%

Each six months

1

1.5%

Yearly

1

1.5%

Other

10

14.7%

1

1.5%

Reunion Frequencies

Missing

. %

Table 5
Long-distance relationship participants ’ geographic distances fro m relational partners
Frequency

Percentage

Within 150 miles

16

23.5%

From 150 miles to 500 miles

21

30.9%

From 500 miles to 1200 miles

12

17.6%

Above 1200 miles

18

26.5%

1

1.5%

Distance in Miles

Missing
Instruments

The questionnaire was composed o f three parts: demographics, measure o f adult
attachment dimensions, and measure o f maintenance behaviors. The first section asked
about participants’ demographic information such as age, year in school, sex, and
relationship status. The questionnaire also asked participants to describe their romantic
relationships; for instance, how long had they been in the relationship and if they had
children. For participants in long-distance romantic relationships, the questionnaire
further asked how often they saw each other, and how far away they were living from
each other.

18

The second section o f the questionnaire m easured participants’ attachment
dimensions and attachment styles. Two previously developed instruments were used in
this section.
Attachment style dimensions (Guerrero, 1996). Several researchers have argued
that-categorical descriptions are too simplistic to fully capture the differences in
attachment styles (e.g., Collins & Read, 1990; Feeney, Noller, & Hanrahan, 1994; Griffin
& Bartholomew, 1994; Guerrero, 1996). Thus, before reading the four descriptions o f the
attachment styles, participants were required to rate on a seven-item Likert-type scale (1
= strongly disagree, and 7 = strongly agree) a series o f items related to attachment
dimensions (e.g., “I find it easy to trust my romantic partner”). According to Guerrero
(1996), attachment is reflected in five dimensions: general avoidance, lack o f confidence,
preoccupation, fea rfu l avoidance, and relationship as secondary. In the current study,
general avoidance (a = .72), lack o f confidence (a. = .1%), fea rfu l avoidance (a = .83),
and relationship as secondary (a - .69) were measured with the same items as in
Guerrero’s (1996) study. However, reliability tests indicated that preoccupation (a = .72)
was most reliable with four items removed from G uerrero’s (1996) original scale.
*>

Relationship questionnaire (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). After rating
attachment dimension related items, participants were asked to read the four descriptions
o f the attachment style and rate on a seven-item Likert-type scale (1 = very unlike me,
and 7 = very like me) how well each o f the four descriptions fits them. Then, they were
asked to go back to the four descriptions and m ark the style that they felt best
characterizes their personality. Adult attachment styles were assessed with the
Relationship Questionnaire developed by Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991). This short
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instrument contains multi-sentence descriptions o f each o f the four attachment style
prototypes, and participants are required to endorse the one statement that is most selfdescriptive. The secure statements are: “It is easy for me to become emotionally close to
others. I am comfortable depending on others and have others depend on me. I don’t
worry about being alone and having others not accept me.” The dismissing statements
are: “I am comfortable without close emotional relationships. It is very important to me
to feel independent and self-sufficient, and I prefer not to depend on others or have others
depend on m e.” The preoccupied statements are: “I want to be completely emotionally
intimate with others, but I often find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would
like. I am uncomfortable being without close relationships, but I sometimes worry that
others don’t value me as m uch as I value them.” Finally, th qfea rfu l statements are: “I am
uncomfortable getting close to others. I want emotionally close relationships, but I find it
difficult to trust others completely, or to depend on them. I worry that I will be hurt if I
allow m yself to become too close to others.” Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991)
computed alpha coefficients to assess the reliability o f the prototype ratings. The
reliability ranged from .87 to .95.
The third section o f the questionnaire measured participants’ maintenance
behaviors. A scale developed by Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) was modified and
used in this study.
Relational maintenance scale (Stafford, Dainton, & Haas, 2000). The relational
maintenance scale was developed by Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) and included
seven categories o f maintenance behaviors: assurances (e.g., “I show m y love for my
partner”), openness (e.g., “I encourage my partner to share his/her feelings with me”),
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conflict management (e.g., “I apologize when I was wrong”), shared tasks (e.g., “I helped
equally with the tasks that need to he done”), positivity (e.g., “I act cheerful and positive
around him/her”), advice (e.g., “I tell my partner what I think s/he should do about
her/his problems”), and social networks (e.g., “I like to spend time with our same
friends”). Each maintenance behavior was measured by two to eight statements.
Participants were asked to respond to each statement on a seven-item Likert-type scale (1
= never and 7 = all the time) to indicate the extent to which they performed each
statement to maintain their relationships.
Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000) computed alpha coefficients to assess the
reliability o f the seven categories o f maintenance behaviors. The reliability ranged from
.70 to .92. The current study assessed the seven m aintenance behaviors with the same
statements as used by Stafford, Dainton, and Haas (2000), and the reliability ranged from
.76 to .90.
Procedures
Participants were recruited through convenience sampling method. The
questionnaires were distributed in undergraduate classes offered by the Communication
Studies Department and Psychology Department at the University o f M ontana upon
course instructor’s consent. The questionnaires took approximately 15-25 minutes to
finish. Participation in the survey was completely voluntary.
If students chose to participate the survey, they received a consent form with the
questionnaire. After finishing the questionnaire, participants left one signed consent form
in a box marked with “Consent Form,” left the questionnaire in another box marked with
“Survey,” and finally signed their names on a separate sheet o f paper, and that paper was
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then given to course instructors to assign extra credit. If students chose not to take the
survey, they were free to leave the classroom.
Participation in this survey was confidential. Participants’ names, as indicated on
the consent forms, were stored but not associated with their responses. The consent forms
were kept in a separate physical location from the questionnaires.
Results
Relationship Types and Attachment Dimensions
Hypothesis One stated, “Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will
report significantly lower levels o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence than partners in
geographically close romantic relationships.” This hypothesis was not supported. The
results o f the /-tests indicated no significant difference between groups on the degree o f
preoccupation and lack o f confidence (for preoccupation, t = -.02, p > .05; for lack o f
confidence, t = -1.01,/? > .05).
Research Question One asked, “W hich group will report higher level o f general
avoidance, fearful avoidance, and relationship as secondary, partners in long-distance or
geographically close romantic relationships?” The results o f the /-tests indicated a
significant difference between groups on the degree o f relationship as secondary (t =
2.23, p < .05). To be more specific, partners in long-distance romantic relationships (M =
3.70) reported a higher degree o f relationship as secondary than partners in
geographically close romantic relationships (M = 3.37). However, results o f the /-tests
indicated no significant difference between groups on the degree o f general avoidance
and fearful avoidance {for general avoidance, t = 1.14 , p > .05; for fea rfu l avoidance, t =
.14,/? > .05).
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Relationship Types and Maintenance Behaviors
Hypothesis Two stated, “Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will
report significantly higher levels o f assurance, openness, and positivity than partners in
geographically close relationships.” This hypothesis was not supported. The results o f the
/-tests indicated no significant difference between groups on the degree o f assurance,
openness, and positivity (for assurance, t = .69, p > .05; for openness, t = 1 .7 2 , p > .05;
for positivity, t - 1.06 ,p > .05).
Hypothesis Three stated “Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will
report significantly lower levels o f social networks, and shared tasks than partners in
geographically close relationships” This hypothesis was not supported. Results o f the /tests indicated a significant difference between groups on the level o f social networks (t —
2.24, p < .05), but the direction o f the difference was opposite to what was predicted. To
be more specific, partners in long-distance romantic relationships (M = 5.61) reported
significantly more frequent use o f social networks than partners in geographically close
romantic relationships (M = 5.19). Additionally, results o f a t-test indicated no significant
difference between groups on the degree o f shared tasks (/ = -.24, p > .05).
Research Question Two asked, “W hich group will report higher level o f advice
and conflict management, partners in long-distance romantic relationships or partners in
geographically close relationships?” Results o f the /-tests indicated no significant
difference between groups on the degree o f advice and conflict management (for advice, t
= .41,/? > .05; for conflict management, t = 1.74,/? > .05).
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Attachment Theory, Relational Maintenance, and Relationship Types
Research Question Three asked, “Is there a different association between
attachment dimensions and maintenance behaviors in long-distance versus geographically
close romantic relationships?” Seven multiple linear regression models were conducted
for both long-distance and geographically close romantic relationships. Each model (one
for each maintenance behavior as the dependent variable) included the five attachment
dimensions as independent variables. For long-distance romantic relationships, results
showed that general avoidance was significantly associated with positivity (p = -.37, p <
.05). Relationship as secondary was significantly associated w ith openness (f! = -.25, p <
.05). Lack o f confidence was significantly associated with openness (P = -.43 ,p < .05),
conflict management (P = -.58,p < .05), shared tasks (P = -.59, p < .05), and social
networks ( p = -.49, p < .05).
In geographically close romantic relationships, results o f multiple linear
regressions showed that relationship as secondary was significantly associated with
assurance (P = -.36, p < .05), openness (P = -.33,p < .05), shared tasks ( p = -.26,p <
.05), and positivity (P = -.26, p < .05). In addition, lack o f confidence was significantly
associated w ith advice ( P = -.30,/? < .05).
In summary, the two relationship types were different in several ways. First,
general avoidance was negatively associated with positivity in long-distance romantic
relationships, but not significantly associated with any o f the relational maintenance
behaviors in geographically close relationship. Second, lack o f confidence was negatively
associated with openness, conflict management, shared tasks, and social networks in
long-distance relationships, but in geographically close relationships, lack o f confidence
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was negatively associated with advice only. Finally, relationship as secondary was
negatively associated only with openness long-distance romantic relationships; yet it was
negatively associated with assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity in
geographically close relationships. Beta weights and t values for regressing maintenance
behaviors on attachment dimensions are reported in Table 6 .The variance in each
maintenance behavior accounted for by the attachment dimensions are reported in Table
7.
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Table 6
Beta weights and t-values fo r regressing maintenance behaviors on attachment dimensions

LDRR

Fearful
Avoidance

Relationship as
Secondary

-.1 0

-.26
-.14
.11

-.37 *
-.23
-.32
-.28
-.43 *
-.58 **
-.59 **
-.29
-.26
_
**
.11
.01
.2 2

.28
-.1 0
.1 2

.04
-.2 1

.28
.07
-.19
.25
.35
.29
-.2 2

P

I

-.58
-1.54
-.82
.65
-2.18
-1.19
-1.93
-1.63
-2.48
-3.25
-3.30
-1 . 6 6
-1.28
-2.77
.72
.05
1.38
1.73
-.60
.64
.23
-1.17
1.55
.40
-1.03
1.39
1.69
1.59

4^

Preoccupation

Assurance
Openness
Conflict Management
Shared Tasks
Positivity
Advice
Social Networks
Assurance
Openness
Conflict Management
Shared Tasks
Positivity
Advice
Social Networks
Assurance
Openness
Conflict Management
Shared Tasks
Positivity
Advice
Social Networks
Assurance
Openness
Conflict Management
Shared Tasks
Positivity
Advice
Social Networks
Assurance
Openness
Conflict Management
Shared Tasks
Positivity
Advice
Social Networks

P

i
oo

Lack of
Confidence

Maintenance Behaviors

-.25 *
-.03
-.06

-2.06
-.24
-.51

-.1 1

1
00
00

Attachment
Dimensions
General
Avoidance

GCRR

.04
.16

.26
1.33

* p < .05
* * p < .01
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-.07
-.0 0

-.17
.04
-.0 2

.14
.0 2

-.15
-.2 1
-.0 0
-.2 0
-.2 2

-.30 *
-.1 2

-.06
.04
-.07
.0 1

.16
.1 2
.0 1

-.07
-.06
-.03
.0 2

-.11
-.09
-.2 1

-.36 **
_ 3 3 **
-.17
-.26 **
. 26 **
-.1 2

-.05

t
-.6 6

-.03
-1.33
.29
-.14
1.06
.16
-1.43
-1 . 8 6
-.03
-1.61
-1.9
-2.45
-.95
-.6 6

.41
-.6 8

.05
1.56
1.09
.05
-.65
-.50
-.26
.19
-.92
-.73
-1.73
-4.54
-3.92
-1.89
-2.87
-3.02
-1.27
-.54

Table 7

The variance in each maintenance behavior accountedfor by the attachment dimensions
LDRR
Attachment Dimensions
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary
General Avoidance
Lack of Confidence
Preoccupation
Fearful Avoidance
Relationship as Secondary

Maintenance Behaviors

P

GCRR
R2

P

R2

.31

.51
.16
.51
.52
.0 0 **

.30

.56
.1 1

Assurance

.48
.25
.07
.13
.0 2 *
.96
.13
.04*

.31

Conflict Management

.42
.0 0 2 **
.17
.69
.81

.27

Shared Tasks

.52
.0 0 2 **
.09
.31
.61

Openness

.98
.06

.26

.29

.1 0

.80

.2 0

.06
.007**
.82

.8 8

.1 2

.19
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.1 0

.16

.36
.003**

.2 1

* p < .05
** p < . 0 1

.1 2

.29
.0 2 *
.28
.47

.52

Social Networks

.96
.85
.005**
.89
.06

.23
Advice

.1 2

.77

.1 0

.55
.17
.38

.2 0

.11

.03*
Positivity

.6 8

.62
.0 0 **
.19
.97
.50
.80
.06

.09

.29

.34
.96
.09
.60

.07

.09

Discussion
Relationship Types and Attachment Dimensions
Hypothesis One stated "Partners in long-distance romantic relationships will
report significantly lower levels o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence than partners in
geographically close romantic relationships.” However, the findings showed no support
for this hypothesis. The findings o f the current study were not the same as Vormbrock’s
(1993) study. V orm brock’s (1993) study applied attachment theory to wartime and jobrelated marital separation, and found that anxious-ambivalent spouses would be
especially vulnerable to loneliness and despair. Since anxious-ambivalent attachment
style in Hazen and Shaver’s (1987) research corresponded to Bartholom ew’s (1990)
preoccupied style, and preoccupieds were characterized by higher level o f preoccupation
and lack o f confidence (Guerrero, 1996), it could be said from V orm brock’s (1993) study
that people with higher level o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence would suffer most
from separation and would probably be the least willing to initiate or sustain a long
distance romantic relationship.
Vorm brock’s (1993) study differs from the current study in several ways. First,
Vormbrock’s (1993) study involved married couples, whereas the current study involved
mostly dating partners. For participants in long-distance romantic relationship in the
current study, only 4 out o f 6 8 (5.9%) were married, whereas 63 out o f 6 8 (92.6%) were
in dating relationships. Furthermore, in the current study, only 2 out o f 6 8 (2.9%) long
distance romantic relationship participants had children, whereas
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out o f 6 8 (97.1%)

participants didn’t have any children. Second, V orm brock’s (1993) study considered the
following types o f separation experiences: wartime marital separation, long marital
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separation during times o f peace (e.g. routine marital separation in the military,
separation o f employees in offshore oil and fishing industries), and short routine marital
separation in business world. In contrast, the current study focused on separation o f
dating college students. Education was the main reason that caused separation in this
study. Therefore, the results o f the current study also showed that what happened to
wartime and job-related marital separation might not necessarily apply to the separation
o f dating college students.
In addition, from an attachment dimension perspective, college students with high
degree o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence might over time find long-distance
romantic relationships working for them. One common aspect o f preoccupation and lack
o f confidence is the negative image o f self. College students w ith a negative image o f self
might feel inferior or uneasy when they are together with their relational partners.
College students with lack o f confidence might feel their self-esteem threatened in the
presence o f their relational partners; college students who score higher on preoccupation
not only feel their self-respect threatened, but might also suffer from obsession in love
and constantly accommodating their relational partners. Therefore, just as Knox, Zusman,
Daniels, and Brantley (2002) suggested when they studied long-distance dating college
students, “out o f sight, out o f mind,” being separated from their relational partners might
offer some temporary relief for college students with a negative image o f self. Hence,
although college students with high degree o f preoccupation and lack o f confidence
might find it difficult to initiate a long-distance relationship, or suffer during the initial
stage o f separation, they might find that long-distance relationships work for them over
time. This could account for the finding in this study that there was no significant
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difference between the two relationship types on the degree o fpreoccupation and lack o f
confidence.
Research Question One asked, “W hich group will report higher levels o f general
avoidance, fea rfu l avoidance, and relationship as secondary, partners in long-distance or
geographically close romantic relationships?” The findings o f this study showed no
difference between groups on the degree o f general avoidance and fea rfu l avoidance.
However, participants in long-distance romantic relationships reported a significantly
higher level o f relationship as secondary than did participants in geographically close
romantic relationships.
The findings were consistent with attachment theory. According to Guerrero and
Burgoon (1996), the highest score on relationship as secondary would be found in
dismissives. Dismissives have a positive image o f self and a negative image o f others.
They are comfortable without close emotional relationships. It is important for
dismissives to feel independent and self-sufficient, and they prefer not to depend on
others or have others depend on them (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Hence, applying
Bartholomew’s (1991) description o f dismissives to this study, it is reasonable to assume
that, since dismissives are comfortable without close emotional relationships, they might
be more likely to initiate or stay in long-distance romantic relationships. Since it is more
important for dismissives to feel independent and self-sufficient, they might be more
likely to start long-distance relationship for educational purpose. Higher education is not
only self-fulfillment for its own sake; it can also lead to careers that help people to be
independent and self-sufficient. By pursuing higher education, dismissives do not have to
depend on others. At the same time, dismissives might also encourage their romantic
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relationship partners to start college even if it would cause separation, because they want
their partners to be independent and self-sufficient too, so that their partners do not need
to depend on them.
Relationship Types and Maintenance Behaviors
The results o f the analysis conducted for the second hypothesis and research
question showed no difference between maintenance behaviors in long-distance versus
geographically close romantic relationships. The findings challenged the researcher’s
expectations because, although communication in long-distance romantic relationships is
blocked and restricted, partners in long-distance romantic relationships still reported the
same or even higher degrees o f relationship quality. The researcher had argued that there
might be some difference in maintenance behavior between the two relationship types
that compensated the deficit caused by restricted communication. However, this did not
seem to be the case in this study. Two reasons might help to explain the findings. First,
blocked and restricted communication might not be seen as a deficit, in which case there
would be no need for compensation. Stafford and Reske (1990) found a positive
correlation between the restriction o f communication, positive relational images, and
premarital relationship longevity. Stafford and Reske (1990). further argued that the
reason why restricted communication and positive relational images were associated was
due to idealization. Therefore, it might be possible that partners in long-distance romantic
\

relationships tend to idealize each other and the relationship, and do not necessarily need
to go “the extra mile” in using such maintenance behaviors such as assurance, openness,
positivity, advice or conflict management.
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Second, when talking about restricted communication, we might also pay
attention to the type o f communication that was being restricted. M ostly, face-to-face
communication is obviously restricted in the long-distance context. However, there are
other forms o f communication going on through various other channels, such telephone,
letter, cards, and the Internet. Hence, it is difficult to say that overall communication is
blocked and restricted in long-distance romantic relationships. This argument could be
further supported by Sigm an’s (1991) claim that all relationships are maintained in a
number o f ways and in a variety o f circumstances, m ost notably in the absence o f
physical co-presence. According to Sigman (1991), relationships are not only constructed
in the face-to-face interactions between partners, but are also stretched across time and
space between face-to-face interactions. Hence, the seemingly continuous nature o f
relationships is often conducted in the discontinuous moments o f non-copresent
relationships. Therefore, it might be possible that, although face-to-face communication
is restricted in long-distance romantic relationships, other channels o f communication
exist in the non-copresent long-distance circumstances and make up the deficits caused
by lack o f face-to-face communication. Therefore overall communication in long
distance romantic relationships might not be considered as restricted, and hence long
distance relationship partners do not necessarily need to go “the extra m ile” in
performing certain maintenance behaviors discussed in Hypothesis Two and Research
Question Two.
W hen defining long-distance relationships, Stafford (2004, p.7) once proposed
“Relationships are considered to be long-distance when communication opportunities are
restricted (in the view o f the individuals involved) because o f geographic parameters.” In
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addition, the current study would further specify the definition by saying “Relationships
are considered to be long-distance when face-to-face communication opportunities are
restricted (in the view o f the individuals involved) because o f geographic parameters.” In
this way, the definition would acknowledge the importance o f communication through
channels other than face-to-face interaction in long-distance romantic relationships.
Despite the many similarities found between the two relationship types, this study
also reported a significant difference between long-distance and geographically close
romantic relationships. In the current study, Hypothesis Three stated “Partners in long
distance romantic relationships would report significantly lower levels o f social
networks, and shared tasks than partners in geographically close relationships.” Contrary
to the hypothesis, findings suggested that partners in long-distance romantic relationships
reported significantly more use o f social networks than did partners in geographically
close romantic relationships. However, there was no statistically significant difference
between the two groups in using shared tasks.
The contrast between the findings and Hypothesis Three leads us to question why
partners in long-distance romantic relationships reported significantly higher level of
social networks than partners in geographically close romantic relationships. Originally,
the researcher o f this study predicted that unlike partners in geographically close
romantic relationships, long-distance partners might perceive less influence from a
common social network; hence they might not spend much time with social networks as a
way to maintain their romantic relationships. However, the findings from this study
suggested the opposite, and the following reasons might help to explain the findings
when long-distance romantic relationships was further examined.
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First, social networks might serve as a source o f support and comfort for long
distance romantic relationships partners. Relationship partners, during the period o f
separation, might spend more time with his or her social network as a way to cope with
loneliness, share emotional highs and lows, seek understanding, comments, and
suggestions concerning the relationships, and sometimes ask for help to get some work
done. In this way, social networks might be an important source o f support and comfort
when the relational partner is absent.
In addition, social networks might sometimes intentionally or unintentionally
function as a surveillance source. It could possibly remind one relational partner o f the
existence o f his/her marital or dating partner who is absent during that time, and remind
any potential “invader” o f the existence o f a specific person’s long-distance relational
partner. Hence, conservative social networks might sometime exert visible or invisible
pressure on long-distance relationship partners to stay within their current relationship.
However, social networks might also have negative effects on long-distance
romantic relationship partners. Gerstel and Gross (1984) found that many people in long
distance romantic relationships feel uneasy in public because o f confusion over their
romantic status and pubic role. Although society tends to consider a person as either
“single and available” or as “taken,” those in long-distance romantic relationships may
appear to themselves or others as somewhere in between. G uldner (1996) also found that
students in long-distance romantic relationships reported greater difficulty with feeling
“uneasy in crowds.” The “uneasiness” within social network might function to urge the
long-distance partners to increase communication with social networks for clarification
and understanding.
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In addition, the unique college environment could potentially promote and
support the existence o f long-distance romantic relationships. Stafford and Reske (1990)
suggested that as m any as one-third o f all college dating relationships may be long
distance ones. Dellman-Jenkins, Bemard-Paolucci, and Rushing (1994) reported that
43.2% o f their college dating couple sample was in a long-distance relationship. More
recently, it has been estimated that long-distance dating relationships might be as
prevalent on college campuses as geographically close dating relationships (Stafford,
Merolla, & Castle, 2004, as cited in Stafford, 2004). In the current study,
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out o f 237

(28.7%) participants in a small northwestern university who were involved in current
romantic relationships considered the relationships as long-distance. Considering the
repeatedly reported high percentage o f college students involved in long-distance
romantic relationships, it could be assumed that the social network formed by college
students might be quite familiar with and acceptable to long-distance relationships. In this
situation, it might be easier for long-distance partners to receive understanding and
support from their social networks, and in turn they m ight be more willing to spend time
with their social networks. In summary, long-distance romantic relationship partners
reported a higher use o f social networks because they m ight seek support and comfort
from social networks, they are under surveillance o f social networks, and they feel the
need to communicate with social networks.
Surprisingly, the findings o f this study also showed no difference on the degree o f
shared tasks between partners in the two relationship types. Originally, people would
assume that due to geographical distance, long-distance romantic partners would have
difficulty sharing tasks including household responsibilities. However, that assumption
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might depend on the demographics o f participants. In the current study, only 5.9% o f the
long-distance relationship partners were married, and only

2 0

. 1 % o f the geographically

close relationship partners were married. Furthermore, only 2.9% o f the long-distance
partners had children, and only 15.4% o f the geographically close relationship partners
had children. In this case one wonders how many tasks, including household
responsibilities, could actually be shared b y a m ajority o f dating college students. Hence
in the current study, long-distance partners and geographically close relationship partners
did not report much difference on this specific m aintenance behavior because o f the lack
o f tasks to be shared. It would be interesting to see the findings if the majority o f
participants were m arried non-college students. In that case, it is very likely that a
difference on shared tasks would be found between participants in the two relationship
types.
To briefly summarize the previous discussion, the findings o f the current study
suggested that long-distance romantic relationship partners reported significantly higher
perceptions o f relationship as secondary in terms o f attachment dimensions, and
significantly higher reliance on social networks in terms o f maintenance behaviors when
compared with partners in geographically close romantic relationships. The two groups
I

didn’t report significant differences in the rest o f the attachment dimensions or
maintenance behaviors.
Attachment Theory, Relational Maintenance, and Relationship Types
Research Question Three asked “Is there a different association between
attachment dimensions and maintenance behaviors in long-distance versus geographically
close romantic relationships?” The findings in this study suggested that lack o f
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confidence was negatively associated with openness, conflict management, shared tasks,
and social networks in long-distance relationships; however in geographically close
relationships, lack o f confidence was negatively associated with giving advice only.
Generally, lack o f confidence was negatively associated with more maintenance
behaviors in long-distance relationships than it was in geographically close relationships.
According to Guerrero and Burgoon (1996), fea rfu l avoidants and preoccupieds scored
higher on lack o f confidence; therefore it could be inferred that fea rfu l avoidants and
preoccupieds would have lower use o f maintenance behaviors in long-distance romantic
relationships than in geographically close relationships.
Fearful avoidants, due to their negative images o f self and others, might feel
uncomfortable perform ing maintenance behaviors. In geographically close romantic
relationships, due to the daily presence o f their relational partners, fea rfu l avoidants
might feel obliged to perform more maintenance behaviors than what they would be
comfortable with. However, in long-distance relationships, when their partners are not
constantly present, fearful avoidants might feel less obliged to perform maintenance
behaviors. Preoccupieds have a negative image o f self and positive image o f others. They
might feel their self-esteem constantly threatened during their partners’ presence in
geographically close relationships. Hence they might tend to perform more maintenance
behaviors in geographically close relationships to please their partners and validate their
self-images. However, in long-distance romantic relationships, the absence o f their
partners reduces threat on preoccupieds ’ self images. Therefore, they might not need to
perform as much maintenance behaviors as they would do in geographically close
relationships to validate themselves.
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The findings also indicated that relationship as secondary was negatively
associated with openness only in long-distance romantic relationships; yet in
geographically close relationships, relationship as secondary was negatively associated
with assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity. According to Guerrero and
Burgoon (1996), dismissives scored higher on relationship as secondary than people of
any other attachment styles. Therefore, it could be inferred that dismissives would use
less openness in long-distance romantic relationships, and less assurance, openness,
shared tasks, and positivity in geographically close relationships. One possible
explanation might be that dismissives think less positively o f geographically close
relationships. Just as Sahlstein (2004) argued, geographically close relationships might
have negative qualities that are constructed as positive ones when experienced in long
distance romantic relationships. For example, for dimissives who value career
achievements more than relationships, time spent on maintaining relationships m ight be
considered as taking away from career aspiration. Hence they m ight be less inclined to
perform maintenance behaviors in geographically close relationships because time spent
on relationships and career could easily come into conflict. However, being in a long
distance romantic relationship may allow dimissives more time to commit to their
careers, hence they don’t have to purposely decrease maintenance behaviors as they
might do in geographically close relationships.
In general, the findings suggested that low use o f maintenance behaviors in long
distance romantic relationships was more strongly predicted by lack o f confidence. From
an attachment theory perspective, lack o f confidence reflects a negative self-image.
People with a negative self-image might hesitate to assure relational partners o f the
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relationships due to their perceived low contributions. At the same time, they might be
less likely to open their minds to others, less likely to manage conflicts effectively, and
less confidant to perform their share o f tasks, offer advice, or engage in social networks.
Finally, they tend to be less positive due to their low self-image. Although people with a
negative self-image would behave in the above-mentioned manners both in long-distance
and geographically close romantic relationships, they might intensify the negative
behaviors in long-distance relationships, using geographic distance and restricted face-toface communication as excuses to stay away from perform ing maintenance behaviors.
A t the same time, the findings also suggested that, in general, maintenance
behaviors in geographically close romantic relationships were more strongly predicted by
relationship as secondary. People who view relationship as secondary have a positive
image o f their ability to achieve career or educational goals, and a negative image o f the
relationships as taking away the time to career aspiration. W hile long-distance
relationships provide a possibility o f devoting time to career pursuits and staying well in
romantic relationships at the same time, geographically close relationships might cause
conflict between career aspiration and time devoted to relationships. Therefore, people
who view relationships as secondary might be unhappy in geographically close
relationships or even choose not to stay in this type o f relationships at all. Consequently,
they have a negative attitude toward maintaining geographically close relationships.
Hence, relationship as secondary becomes a strong negative predictor o f maintenance
behaviors in geographically close relationships.
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Limitations
This study is limited by the demographics o f the sample. The participants in this
study were prim arily Caucasian dating college students who lived and/or were from the
northwest U nited States. Hence the generalizability o f the results to other long-distance
romantic relationship demographics is unclear. This is also a prevalent limitation in most
long-distance research up to date. According to Sahlstein (2004), most long-distance
romantic relationships research to date represents the college student population.
Another limitation o f the current study lies in the instrument used to measure
relational maintenance behaviors. Although the Relational M aintenance Scale (Stafford,
Dainton, & Haas, 2000) is reliable and takes into account both strategic and routine
maintenance behaviors, it needs to be continuously refined along with the exploration of
types o f behaviors that are not covered by the current scale (Stafford, Dainton, & Haas,
2000). For example, phone calls, cards, letters, and online interaction might be especially
important for long-distance romantic relationship partners to m aintain their relationships.
However, these behaviors are not covered by the current relational maintenance scale.
In addition, this study is also limited by the use o f self-report questionnaires.
When participants were asked to rate on items related to attachment dimensions and
maintenance behaviors, or to choose from one o f the four descriptions o f attachment
styles, they m ight want to present themselves as being more socially desirable than they
actually are. Hence, it is possible that some participants might rate their relationships
more positively, or choose better descriptions for themselves.
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Future Implications
As suggested by Holt and Stone (1988), all long-distance romantic relationships
should not be considered equal, and subtypes, each facing a different issue„should be
recognized. This study supports Holt and Stone’s (1988) idea. Hillerbrand, Holt, and
Cochran (1986) conceptualized three types o f college student long-distance romantic
relationships: (a) those involving a freshmen or sophomore separated from his or her
higher school partner, (b) those involving one or both partners graduating from college,
and (c) those involving students returning to college. In addition to the above three types,
this study would also suggest two more possible situations: (d) those involving students’
partners being deployed in military missions, and (e) those involving students’ partners
working at a different geographic location. In addition to differentiating college students
in long-distance romantic relationships, it might also benefit future research to address
any possible difference between dating partners and marital partners and between college
student and non-college student long-distance romantic relational partners.
It will also be interesting to examine the different stages in long-distance romantic
relationships development in future research. The initiation stage deserves further
exploration. Future studies could ask such research questions as: whether long-distance
relational partners initiated their relationships when they were in different geographical
locations. If so, what helped them to initiate a romantic relationship from a distance? If
not, what was the decision-making process o f romantic partners who chose to be
geographically separated? People with what attachment dimensions are more likely to
initiate long-distance romantic relationships? The maintenance stage o f long-distance
romantic relationships also offers room for further research. In addition to comparing the
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maintenance behaviors between long-distance and geographically close romantic
relationships, further comparisons might also be made within long-distance relationships
partners themselves. Since time separated and distance from each other might be two
important criteria for long-distance relationships, future research could compare the
maintenance behaviors o f long-distance romantic relationships o f a certain length (e.g.,
one year) with relationships o f longer duration. Similarly, comparisons could also be
made between long-distance relationships within certain geographic distance in terms o f
miles (e.g., 1200 miles) and those beyond that geographic distance. Finally, the
dissolving stage o f long-distance romantic relationships also has an important practical
application, and hence deserves further attention. Future research could explore the
reasons why some long-distance romantic relationships dissolve, and then compare them
with geographically close romantic relationships that dissolve. Future research could also
ask whether people w ith certain attachment dimensions are m ore likely to dissolve their
long-distance romantic relationships. This type o f research m ight potentially address
people’s concern about whether the “long-distance” leads to relationship break up, or in
other words, if long-distance romantic relationships are necessarily associated with
“problems.”
Conclusion
This study examines how attachment dimensions influence people’s maintenance
behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships versus geographically close romantic
relationships. The findings first showed that partners in long-distance romantic
relationships reported a higher level o f relationship as secondary and more frequent use
o f social networks than partners in geographically close romantic relationships.
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Therefore, the findings suggested that, in terms o f attachment styles, there would be more
dismissives in long-distance romantic relationships. The findings also emphasize the
importance o f social networks for partners in long-distance romantic relationships. Social
networks can provide support and comfort, function as a surveillance source, and urge the
long-distance relational partners to communicate.
The findings also indicated that lack o f confidence was negatively associated with
openness, conflict management, shared tasks, and social networks in long-distance
relationships; however in geographically close relationships, lack o f confidence was
negatively associated w ith giving advice only. At the same time, relationship as
secondary was negatively associated with openness only in long-distance romantic
relationships; yet in geographically close relationships, relationship as secondary was
negatively associated with assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity. What could
be inferred from the above findings is, in terms o f attachment styles, fea rfu l avoidants
and preoccupieds would be significantly associated with lower use o f maintenance
behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships than in geographically close
relationships. A t the same time, dismissives would use less openness in long-distance
romantic relationships, and less assurance, openness, shared tasks, and positivity in
geographically close relationships.
The current study is limited by the demographics o f the sample, the instrument
used to measure relational maintenance behaviors, and the use o f self-report
questionnaires. The current study also has important implications for future long-distance
relationship research. Researchers in future studies could identify subtypes o f long-
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distance romantic relationships, and could also examine the different stages in the
development o f long-distance romantic relationships.
The current study has revealed m any differences and similarities between long
distance and geographically close romantic relationships. W hat matters most in the two
types o f relationships is the way people form affectional bonds with others and the way
they maintain their relationships, rather than the mere geographical distance. There is
nothing absolute about long-distance or geographically close romantic relationships;
therefore it is beneficial not to stereotype either relationship simply based on
geographical distance. Both types o f relationships will survive and thrive, if partners
carefully examine their state o f minds, and develop the m ost appropriate way to maintain
their relationships.
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Appendix
S U B J E C T IN F R O M A T IO N A N D C O N S E N T F O R M
T IT L E : Relationships Survey
IN V E S T IG A T O R :

J ia n Y ang
D ep a r tm e n t o f C o m m u n ica tio n Stu d ies
U n iv ersity o f M o n ta n a
M isso u la , M T, 5 9812-1028
O ffice: 4 0 6 -243-6604
jia n .y an g@ u m on tan a.edu

F A C U L T Y S U P E R V IS O R : Steve Y oshim ura
D ep a rtm en t o f C o m m u n ica tio n Stu d ies
U n iv ersity o f M o n ta n a
M isso u la , M T, 59812 -1 0 2 8
O ffice: 406-243-4951
ste p h en .y o sh im u ra @ u m o n ta n a .ed u

This consent form m ay contain words that are new to you. If you read any words that are
not clear to you, please ask the person who give you this form to explain them to you.
You are being asked to take part in a research study investigating how attachment styles
influence people’s performance o f maintenance behaviors in long-distance romantic
relationships versus geographically close relationships. If you agree to respond to this
survey, you will be asked to think about and describe your attachment style and your
maintenance behaviors in the current romantic relationship. You will be given 15-25
minutes to respond to the survey, but you may not require the entire time.
I f you volunteer to participate, you might receive extra credits upon your course
instructor’s preference. Aside from receiving extra credits, there is no promise that you
will receive any benefit from responding. Responding to some o f the items might cause
you to think about events that make you uncomfortable. However, your participation may
allow you the opportunity to reflect upon your current romantic relationships, which
could enhance your understanding about your communication w ith current romantic
partners. In addition, this research offers the opportunities for personal relationship
scholars to learn more about how attachment styles might influence one’s maintenance
behaviors in long-distance romantic relationships versus geographically close
relationships.
Your participation in this study is confidential. Your name, as given on the consent form
will be stored, but will not be associated with your responses. The consent forms will be
kept in a separate physical location from the questionnaires. I f the results o f this study are
published in a scientific journal or presented at a scientific meeting, your name will not
be used.
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Although we believe that the risk o f taking part in this study is minimal, the following
liability statement is required in all University o f M ontana consent forms:

“In the event that you are injured as a result of this research you should individually seek
appropriate medical treatment. If the injury is caused by the negligence of the University or
any of its employees, you may be entitled to reimbursement or compensation pursuant to the
Comprehensive State Insurance Plan established by the Department of Administration under
the authority of M.C.A., Title 2, Chapter 9. In the event of a claim for such injury, further
information may be obtained from the University’s Claims representative or University
Legal Counsel. (Reviewed by University Legal Counsel. July 6 , 1993).”
Your decision to respond to this survey is completely voluntary. You may withdraw or
refuse to respond at any time without penalty or loss o f benefits to which you are
normally entitled. I f you decide to withdraw from the study or decide to not complete the
questionnaire, you might still receive extra credits i f they are offered for participation in
this survey.
If you have any questions about this research, or wish to find out the results o f the study,
please contact Jian Yang at either 406-243-6604 orjian.yang@ um ontana.edu. If you have
any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, you may contact the
Research Office at The University o f Montana at 243-6670.
I have read the above description o f this research study. I have been informed o f
the risks and benefits involved, and all m y questions have been answered to my
satisfaction. Furthermore, I have been assured that any future questions I may
have will also be answered by a member o f the research team. I voluntarily agree
to take part in this study. I understand I will receive a copy o f this consent form.
Print Your Name H e re :__________________________________________
Sign Your Name H e re :__________________________________________ Date
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________

R e la tio n sh ip s S u rv ey

Please answer the questions as completely and truthfully as possible. Please think o f the
romantic relationship you are C U R R E N T L Y involved in, and keep this relationship in
mind as you are answering the following questions.
I. P lease d escrib e y o u rself.

1. How old are you (in years):

_______

2. Year in School (if applicable):

Freshman

3. Sex:

Male □

Female □

4. Relationship Status:

Married □

Dating □

Sophomore Junior Senior Graduate

II. P lea se d escrib e th is rom an tic rela tio n sh ip th a t y ou are cu r r en t in volved in.

5. How long have you been in this relationship?
□ W ithin six months
□ From six month to one year
□ From one year to three years
□ Above three years 1
6

. Do you have children?
□ Yes
□ No

7. Do you consider this relationship as long-distance romantic relationship?
□ Yes (If you answer Yes, please continue to answer the following questions)
□ No
(If you answer No, please sk ip questions 8 and 9)
8 . For long-distance romantic relationship partners, how often do you see each other on
average?
□ At least one or two weeks
□ M onthly
□ Each three months
□ Each six months
□ Yearly
□ Other (please specify)____________________________________

9. For long-distance romantic relationship partners, how far away are you living from
each other?
□ W ithin 150 miles
□ From 150 miles to 500 miles
□ From 500 miles to 1200 miles
□ Above 1200 miles
□ Other (please specify)____________________________________
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IV .

P lea se ch o o se th e sta te m e n ts th a t b est d escrib e you rself:

Questions 10-39 ask you to think about your general thoughts and feelings toward
yo urself and your partner in the current romantic relationship. Please indicate the extent
to which you agree or disagree that each o f the statements describes you:

10

strongly
strongly
agree_______________ disagree
7
1
2
3 4 5 6

I find it easy to trust my romantic partner.
I feel uncomfortable when a person from opposite sex
gets close to me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I sometimes worry that I do not really fit in with my
romantic partner

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I feel a strong need to have extremely close relationships
with my romantic partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I would like to depend on my romantic partner, but it
makes me nervous to do so.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

15

I feel uneasy getting close to my romantic partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

16

I rarely worry about what my romantic partner thinks of
me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I would like to trust my romantic partner, but I have a
hard time doing so.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Sometimes my romantic partner seems reluctant to get as
close to me as I would like.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

19

I worry a lot about the well-being of my relationship.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

20

I prefer to keep to myself.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

21

I worry about getting hurt if I allow myself to get too
close to someone.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I would like to have closer relationships but getting close
make me uneasy.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I sometimes worry that I don’t “measure up” to my
romantic partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Achieving things is more important to me than building
relationships.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I tend to avoid getting too close to a romantic partner too
fast.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

11

12

13
14

17
18

22

23

24

25

52

fast.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

26

I am confident that my romantic partner will like me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

27

I sometimes worry about a romantic partner getting too
close to me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I worry that my romantic partner does not care about me
as much as I care about her/him.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

I put much more time and energy into my romantic
relationships than I put into other activities.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

30

I wonder how I could cope without someone to love me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

31

I worry that my romantic partner might reject me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

32

If something needs to be done, I prefer to rely on myself
instead of working with my partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

33

I am confident that my romantic partner will accept me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

34

I find it relatively easy to get close to a romantic partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

35

Pleasing myself is much more important to me than
getting along with my romantic partner.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Maintaining a good romantic relationship is my highest
priority.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

37

Intimate relationships are the most central part of my life.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

38

I sometimes worry about my romantic partner will leave
me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

39

I am confident that my romantic partner will respect me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

28

29

36
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40. Please read each o f the following four descriptions. Use the rating scale below the
descriptions to mark how well each o f the four descriptions fits you by circling a number
from 1 to 7 (please do not circle the words)
□ Description 1: It is easy for me to become emotionally close to others. I am
comfortable depending on others and have others depend on me. I don’t worry
about being alone and having others not accept me.
Very unlike me
1
2
□

3

4

5

6

Very like me
7

Description 2 : 1 am comfortable without close emotional relationships. It is very
important to me to feel independent and self-sufficient, and I prefer not to depend
on others or have others depend on me.
Very unlike me
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very like me
7

□ Description 3 : 1 want to be completely emotionally intimate with others, but I
often find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would like. I am
uncomfortable being without close relationships, but I sometimes worry that
others don’t value me as much as I value them.
Very unlike me
1
2
□

3

4

5

6

V ery like me
7

Description 4 : 1 am uncomfortable getting close to others. I want emotionally
close relationships, but I find it difficult to trust others completely, or to depend
on them. I worry that I will be hurt if I allow m yself to become too close to others.
Very unlike me
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very like me
7

41. Now please go back to the four descriptions above and c h e c k th e b o x n ext to th e one
d escrip tio n th a t b e st fits you.
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V. H ave y ou p e r fo r m e d a n y th e fo llo w in g b eh aviors to m a in ta in y o u r cu rren t
rom an tic rela tio n sh ip ? H o w often d o y o u en act th e fo llo w in g b eh aviors?

Please m ark the number that best describes your response to the question. Again, keep in
mind your current romantic relationship.
N e v e r ______________________ V ery often

3 4 5

6

7

5

6

7

3 4

5

6

7

2

3 4

5

6

7

1

2

3 4

5

6

7

I stress my commitment to him/her.

1

2

3 4

5

6

7
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I am understanding.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

49

I talk about future events (e.g., having children or
anniversaries or retirement, etc.)

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

50

I encourage my partner to share his/her feelings with me.

1

2

3 4 5

6

1

51

I simply tell my partner how I feel about the relationship.

1

2

3 4 5

6

1

52

I am open about my feelings.

1

2

3 4

5

6

1

53

I tell my partner how much s/he means to me.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

54

I like to have periodic talks about our relationship.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

55

I listen to my partner and try not to judge.

1

2

3 4

5

6

7

56

I talk about where we stand.

1

2

3 4

5

6

7

57

I apologize when I am wrong.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

58

I cooperate in how I handle disagreements.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

59

I help equally with the tasks that need to be done.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

60

I disclose what I need or want from the relationship.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

61

I am patient and forgiving with my partner.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

62

I try to be upbeat when we are together.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

63

I like to spend time with our same friends.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

42

I say “I love you”.

1

2

43

I talk about our plans for the future.

1

2

-3 4

44

I imply that our relationship has a future.

1

2

45

I offer to do things that aren’t “my” responsibility.

1

46

I talk about my fears.

47

55

N ever

V ery
often

64

I give him/her my opinion on things going on in his/her life.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7.

65

I perform my household responsibilities.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

66

I show him/her how much s/he means to me.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

67

I act cheerful and positive around him/her.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

I do my fair share of the work we have to do.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

I tell my partner what I thinks s/he should do about her/his
problems

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

70

I do not shirk my duties.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

71

I show my love for my partner.

1

2

3 4 5

6

7

72

I focus on common friends and affiliations.

1

2

3 4

6

7

68

69

T h a n k you for y o u r p a rticip a tio n !

56

5

